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Any attempt to consider the problem of feeble-mindedness as 
a whole must take into serious consideration the following aspects: 

First, the fragmentary and unrelated nature of the services 
now available for the care of the feeble-minded. 

Second, the absence of consideration and the necessary detailed 
planning against this problem as a whole. 

Third, the absence of any defined program of social control 
as it relates to the growth of this group in the social and economic order. 

Fourth, the development of specialized skills in modern 
industry operating unfavorably in the matter of accomodation of the feeble
minded in the processes of earning a living. 

It is true, more especially in urban center, that there arc 
rather narrowly specialized social services for the care of the feeble-minded 
in cases of dependency or where the individual is in trouble. Otherwise, the 
group is left to shift for itself as best it can. 

It must bo noted, however, that these agencies do not operate 
within a well-defined total framework of care for the feeble-minded but exist 
as independent and more or less unrelated units serving individual cases without 
reference to the problem of feeble-mindedness as a whole. These independent 
agencies have largely been created to serve in relatively small areas. Although 
in Minnesota there is at least a nucleus for state-wide framework obviously 
susceptible of further development. 

In the average city the feeble-minded family and individual 
will be found scattered through the relief agencies along with all other typos 
of dependents. These families or individuals may or may not bo formally 
identified as feeble-minded, they may or may not be committed, and they may or 
may not be stcrilized. With the present high case loads the chances arc good 
that they will not bo formally identified, committed or sterilised. Or, at 
least, the number where any of those measures arc undertaken arc so small so 
as to be unimportant in the whole in providing any measure of social control. 

It is ironic that the feeble-minded girl who bears one or 
two illegitimate children is likely to bo either committed or sterilized by 
one social agency, while the gi r l of the same mental level who marries and 
produces several feeble-minded children is equally likely to secure both support 
and medical care through s t i l l other social agencies. 

And in both types of agencies the problem is merely one of 
several other types of dependency served by these social agencies. Social 
agencies themselves, while operating under a theory of individual diagnosis, 
have developed no great ski l l at anything approaching social diagnosis and 
even less at sharing such skills as they have with the public. Thus the 
problem of the feeble-minded is constantly obscured within the social agency 
itself. It is more than likely at the present time that the social agencies 
with too limited programs are doing more to make possible the continued 
perpetuation of the unfit than they are to lessen the dangers of the increase 
of this typo in the population. 



Health agencies and recreational agencies operate almost 
en t i re ly without reference to th i s problem. 

Courts s t i l l tend to t rea t the feeble-minded delinquent in 
terms of t h e i r offense, rather than in terms of feeble-mindedness, and minor 
delinquents are temporarily committed as dolinquents rather than as feeble
minded, and la te r released again to follow thei r own resources. 

Schools, if they formally identify and segregate the feeble
minded for specialized t r a in ing , also operate as independent units during the 
ch i ld ' s e a r l i e r years with no automatic passing on of records to any other 
agency for consideration of th is group. In the l igh t of the economic disadvantage 
of the group, any t ra ining in terms of vocational significance tends to bo 
unrea l i s t ic and economically impractical and must bo given i t s significance on 
a purely individual b a s i s . 

Thus, we are forced to admit t h a t while some portion of the 
feeble-minded do have various fragments of services available, those services 
do not tend to diminish either the occurence or the socia l and economic disadvan
tage of this group to any perceptible degree. Further, there has not evolved from 
such organizations as do ex is t any very specific objectives for dealing with 
th i s problem as a problem or to provide a well-defined base of at tack upon the 
problem as a whole. 

The lack of widespread social planning hero serves to i l l u s 
t r a t e that many unrelated parts do not necossarily add up into an i n t e l l i g ib l e 
whole. It seems to be character is t ic of our social work philosophy, however, 
that there is more concern over the one who is served than the ninety and nine 
who receive no concern and no service. The depression has made so clear tha t 
ho who runs may read that our hit-and-miss fashion of comprehending our social 
problems through the limitations of social agencies ra ther than in terms of the 
problems themselves and ignoring the t o t a l outlines and ra te of growth of 
problems such as unemployment, old age, the feeble-minded, e tc . , e t c . , has 
placed upon our social agencies geared to a local and a very limited service, 
an almost insupportable burden. 

It seems reasonable therefore to select as a f i r s t objective 
the defining the scope and outlines of the problem i t s e l f . Defining the problem 
on loss than a state-wide basis seems fu t i le although the problem of the feeble
minded, as with most other social problems, must f ina l ly bo a matter of national 
policy ra ther than s t a t e policy. 

After defining the outlines of the problem and the development 
of such s t a t i s t i c a l and factual bases that the growth or decline of the occur
rence of the feeble-minded may be known, - wo arc brought fact to face with tho 
question of developing social objectives re la t ive to the en t i r e group. 

Possible specific objectives might be suggested as follows: 

1. Setting up responsible guardianship of a l l feeble-minded 
children under the s t a t e , such guardianship functioning under a county welfare 
un i t . 

2. A program of segregation and c t e r i l i z a t i on applied on a 
staeo-wide basis. 

3. Suitable and r ea l i s t i c training programs for the 
"trainable" portion of the feeble-minded accompanied by s t e r i l i z a t i on . This 
means, of courso, continuous experiment and evaluation of these training 
programs and followed through and evaluated in terms of actual vocational 
significance. 
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This i s , frankly, a program without reference to t h e need for 
both more intensive t ra in ing and employment opportunities for normal peoplo, 
which is also a valid need and not one being mot in any very ideal fashion at 
present. The t ra ining and employment of the feebleminded impinges upon the 
whole problem of a surplus of unskilled labor which embraces persons not 
feebleminded. 

An interest ing trend in attempted social c l a s s i f i ca t ion , is 
discernible at the present time. The term "unemployable" is being bandied about 
considerably. It is of course a dangerous word with no r e a l l y consistent mean-
ing. In i t s precise academic sonso I presume it means those who because of 
extreme youth, old ago, or physical or mental defect are unable to work for a 
l iv ing . But it tends to define i t se l f also against a background of an increasing 
demand for technical s k i l l s , Many feeble-minded persons who were employable in 
a simpler social and indust r ia l organization, are now unemployable - not because 
their mental defect is greater, but because the need for the i r par t icular capabi-
l i t i e s is growing s tead i ly l e s s . The question may well be raised whether or not 
modern industry can over accommodate the definitely feeble-minded, and if indeed 
it should do so, The question is important in terms of programs of t r a in ing ; 
the struggle to r a i se the wage scale for workers} and the development of our 
own social and economic philosophy. The whole question of the present attempt 
to deal with dependent families and individuals by the thousands in residence 
in industr ial centers where they play no part in the processes by which men 
l ive is a troubling one. One sometimes wonders if much of the efforts of social 
agencies should not occur in a rural sett ing rather than in the urban one. I 
presume tha t there are l i t e r a l l y thousands of individuals today that one might 
safely predict wi l l have to be permanently subsidized in one sett ing or the 
other. 

However, the thought of any program of continuous subsidy to 
the feeble-minded, preserving them to rear t he i r children, providing them with 
various services without def in i te efforts at limiting th is portion of the popula-
t ion seems nothing short of developing a program to preserve the unf i t . 

In the l a s t analysis, social work represents a l i t t l e more 
than the mechanism developed out of the prevailing social and economic philosophy 
of a given day and t ime. In fac t , it is apt to represent the most conservative 
rather than the most progressive social and economic philosophy. It is almost 
inextricably intertwined with sentiment and sentimentality, with the philosophy 
that philanthropy offers an adequate approach to social problems. Social work 
represents a vested in teres t a l l i t s own. Therefore, at the core of developing 
r ea l i s t i c social objectives for the handling of the feeble-minded is the problem 
of prevailing soc ia l a t t i tudes toward this group. The feeble-minded have been 
regarded primarily in a social and economic sonso as an "exploitable" group in 
the interested of the more normal portions of society. 

Any program other than the present one of obscuring the 
identi ty of the group in the general provisions for the care of the poor, the 
unfortunate, and the unsuccessful sets out also the immediate expense sharply 
against the problem. To be sure the lack of a defined program wi l l no doubt be 
more expensive in the long run, but t h a t point is hard to mako to the individual 
tax payer eager to cut his individual taxes at anybody's expense. It is import-
ant also whether the public fools that the program is wholly one of concern with 
the feeble-minded, or also one of concern for the public. 
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But one thing is cer ta in , - the public is unlikely to be 
interested in anything less than a specific program. Further, the subject 
i t se l f is not one which immediately arouses widespread in teres t and enthusiasm. 
It is the subject for which the "special pleador" must bo developed in every 
community. In te l l igent efforts to develop these "special pleadors" have been 
almost n i l . To agree t h a t there should bo specific educational efforts made -
to hear t i ly recommend such efforts is not the same thing as making thorn, 
although the feeling tone obtained may be much the same from these two 
processes. 

This is one problem which the general social and economic 
philosophy is l ike ly to ignore for a long time to come unless those who are 
par t icular ly interested make considerable effort to develop a prevailing 
a t t i tude in regard to interpreta t ion and desirable procedures. It ca l l s for 
leadership and planned, directed e f fo r t s . Our recent agreement to secure a 
continuative census r e l a t i v e to the feebleminded as they appear in the schools 
is a f i r s t s tep and obviously in the right direction, but is only a f i r s t s tep. 
After that comes the necessity of set t ing up practical objectives and related 
machinery. I presume tha t for some time to come these objectives w i l l have 
to be in the nature of a compromise with prevailing public opinion and public 
apathy. But , again, a framework of effort is all-important rather than unrelated 
agency effort which is set up to serve the few rather than the many. 


